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Abstract

Machine learning methods are increasingly providing economists with opportunities to design

welfare improving policies for problems that have prediction at their core. The alarming in-

crease in antibiotic resistance due to improper use is one such opportunity. Human antibiotic

intake is a main driver of antibiotic resistance and predicting bacterial presence early on is key

to minimizing misuse. In this paper we evaluate how machine prediction can reduce wasteful

overprescribing without diminishing health outcomes. Specifically, we train a machine learning

algorithm on administrative data from Denmark to predict bacterial causes for urinary tract in-

fections. The benchmark against which machine prediction must be evaluated is whether it can

improve upon human decision making. Contrasting existing machine learning papers tackling

prediction centered policy problems, in our setting patient test outcomes are observed indepen-

dent of physician prescription choices. This allows us to directly evaluate health outcomes of

prescription redistribution rules based on machine prediction. We find that redistribution rules

based on a combination of machine prediction and physician autonomy can lower the existing

level of antibiotic use by 10 percent without reducing the number of correctly treated bacte-

rial infections. As Denmark is one of the most conservative countries in terms of antibiotic

prescribing, this result is likely a lower bound of what can be achieved elsewhere.
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1 Introduction

Empirical research in economics mostly focuses on uncovering causal treatment effects in order

to give policy recommendations. However, economists are realizing more and more that many

opportunities for welfare improving policies have prediction at the center, as stressed by Kleinberg

et al. (2015) and Athey (2018). The alarming increase in antibiotic resistance worldwide constitutes

one such policy problem.1 It is a well established fact that human consumption of antibiotics is

among the main drivers of antibiotic resistance. Correct prediction of bacterial causes to infection

at the beginning of treatment, when the lack of diagnostic information is most pronounced, is a key

challenge to minimize the misuse of antibiotics. When a patient first enters a doctor’s office with

symptoms of an infection, the quality of diagnosis and treatment depends among others on physician

expertise, the availability and quality of diagnostic procedures, and information about the patient’s

medical history. A lack along any of these dimensions can lead to biased predictions of infection

causes and ineffective treatment, with a substantial cost to society in the case of antibiotics.

In this paper, we evaluate how machine prediction can improve expert, general practitioner pre-

scription decisions with the goal of reducing wasteful prescribing.2 Specifically, we train a machine

learning algorithm, a random forest, on rich, high-dimensional administrative data from Denmark

to predict bacterial causes of urinary tract infections (UTI), one of the most common types of infec-

tions.3 Bacterial UTI can be diagnosed with relative ease, by simple collection of urine samples and

microbiological analysis. Yet, laboratory testing has the important and general practical limitation
1Antibiotics are medicines that treat bacterial infections by killing or otherwise inhibiting growth of bacteria in

the body. Before the mass production of antibiotics following World War II, bacterial caused diseases now considered

straightforward to treat had no medical remedy and were responsible for millions of lives lost. Antibiotics are losing

their effectiveness due to antibiotic resistance, threatening to again render simple infections such as pneumonia or

infections in wounds a fatal risk. The World Health Organization considers antibiotic resistance one of the greatest

threats to global health given its immense costs in terms of life and treatment expenses (WHO 2012, 2014). Antibiotic

resistance evolves when randomly mutating bacteria are exposed to evolutionary pressure generated by antibiotics in

their local environment. Hence, governments and health organizations have broadly declared minimizing overuse of

antibiotic treatment in humans a high priority path of action.
2In Denmark, general practitioners are responsible for the bulk of human antibiotic consumption, roughly 75 per-

cent (Danish Ministry of Health 2017). Thus, we focus on general practitioners’ prescriptions of systemic antibiotics,

which are particularly important as they expose bacteria throughout the body.
3Foxman (2002) reports that almost half of all women contract a UTI once in their lifetime. In the United States,

yearly UTI-related healthcare costs including workplace absences are estimated at $3.5 billion (Flores-Mireles et al.

2015). According to Bjerrum and Lindæk (2015), per year 10 percent of women receive antibiotic treatment for UTI.
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that results arrive with a delay of several days, corresponding to nearly a complete course of antibi-

otic treatment. Until then, physicians must rely on their own risk evaluation.4 During this waiting

time, machine prediction can deliver a systematic bacterial risk assessment so far unavailable to the

physician.

We show that machine predicted bacterial risk is highly correlated with realizations of bacterial

UTI in out of sample patient test results. Yet, the ability to predict bacterial presence does not

necessarily hold value in itself. The relevant criterion on which our tool needs to be evaluated

is whether or not it can be used to improve human decision making. For this purpose, we model

prescription decisions as a trade-off between the social cost of prescribing, which promotes resistance,

and the curative effect to the patient in the event the patient symptoms have a bacterial cause. The

model provides a framework to evaluate reassignment of antibiotic treatment based on a combination

of the algorithm’s prediction of risk and physician autonomy. We find that prescribing can be lowered

by up to 10 percent with no reduction in the number of treated patients suffering from a bacterial

infection. Careful evaluation of the machine learning assisted prescription rule leads us to conclude

that we have indeed identified a potential to reduce prescribing by redistributing prescriptions from

low risk to high risk patients. In addition to considering a policy that reduces overprescribing, we

evaluate two alternative ways to optimize antibiotic prescribing. One alternative redistribution rule

holds overall prescribing constant while aiming to increase proper anti-bacterial treatment. We show

that such a rule has the potential to improve initial compliance between prescriptions and patients

actually suffering from bacterial infections by 7.8 percent. Finally, we highlight the importance of

combining machine learning with physician expertise by evaluating a redistribution rule based solely

on machine predictions. We show that any rule that fails to include physician autonomy cannot

lead to welfare increasing outcomes in the present context.

We use Danish data for three primary reasons. First, Danish administrative data are unique in

the world in scope and interconnectivity. They cover a vast array of information including patients’

and patient household members’ personal background information such as detailed employment

histories, as well as medical prescriptions and claims records, all of which are essential to conduct our

analysis. The coherent use of unique person identifiers enables us to merge these data to individual

laboratory test results. Second, due to these rich data we can demonstrate that similar results

are achievable using a subset of predictors typically available to insurers or government agencies

in developed countries. We also show that if that subset is too small, the achievable reduction in
4Throughout, when we write “physician”, we mean general practitioners in an outpatient setting.
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prescriptions is lower. Finally, Denmark is a country with an excellent record of low antibiotic use

(Goossens et al. 2005) and with proper stewardship programs in place. Hence, the improvements

we show for Denmark can be considered a lower bound on the attainable improvement elsewhere.

As all patients in our sample are tested at the initial consultation with a general practitioner, a

crucial point is that we observe bacteria outcomes regardless of the physician prescription decision

at that consultation. This allows us to avoid the selective labels problem confronting many predic-

tion problems using observational data. When such data are generated by humans, they are the

outcome of individuals’ optimization problems and not a random data generating process. For ex-

ample, in Kleinberg et al. (2017), where machine learning is used to improve judges’ bail decisions,

the selective labels problem occurs because the authors only observe crimes committed by released

defendants. Predicting crime rates for the jailed is problematic as judges might have selected these

individuals based on unobservables, thus creating biased machine predicted outcomes based on ob-

servables. We would face an analogous problem if we only observed test results for patients that

were not prescribed antibiotics by the physician. Then, applying predictions based on these data

to the prescribed without considering the selective labels problem would ignore physician selection,

thus potentially invalidating our results. Hence, the unique opportunity to observe outcomes un-

conditional of physician prescription decisions is a key advantage of our analysis. This comes at the

cost of only being able to use the patient population for whom physicians ordered laboratory test

results at the initial consultation. Yet, in the context of antibiotic prescribing, our analysis holds

empirical relevance and provides a health policy tool that effectively reduces overprescribing.

The remainder of the paper is organized as follows. Section 2 discusses the related literature.

Section 3 presents the institutional background and the data. Section 4 shows the results of the

prediction algorithm relative to physician choices. Section 5 presents the framework for the design

and evaluation of machine prediction-based antibiotic stewardship rules. Section 6 presents the

achievable improvement in prescribing for a rule that aims to reduce overprescribing. Section 7

extends and discusses the results and Section 8 concludes.

2 Literature

This paper contributes to several strands of the literature. A growing set of empirical studies consid-

ers prediction policy problems (Kleinberg et al. 2015). Kleinberg et al. (2017) analyze the problem

of predicting the risk of defendants’ committing a crime in the context of judges’ bail decisions.
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They stress the importance of considering the role of unobservables, selective labels, and omitted

payoffs to fairly compare machine prediction to human decisions. We largely rely on their proposed

approach but our data allow us to shed further light on the role of unobservables and to consider

a richer set of policy improvements. Chalfin et al. (2016) predict worker productivity to improve

police hiring practices and teacher tenure decisions. In these contexts, they stress the importance of

considering decision makers’ potentially complex payoff functions to draw policy conclusions based

on machine prediction. Misspecifying payoff functions, for example omitting important payoff di-

mensions, will lead to biased and potentially harmful policy outcomes. While medical decision

making typically has non-trivial payoff functions, the decision with regard to antibiotic prescribing

is fairly straightforward as physicians trade off the private benefit of curing a sick patient and the

social cost of promoting antibiotic resistance. We tackle the main challenge in this decision con-

text, heterogeneity in patients’ sickness disutility, by investigating the observable characteristics of

individuals affected by our prescription redistribution rules and by adapting these rules accordingly.

In medicine, machine learning for prediction has received much attention driven by hopes that

electronic health records, insurance claims, public registries, as well as genomics databases will help

inform medical decision making. Obermeyer and Emanuel (2016) describe how machine learning will

improve prognosis in clinical practice in the near future. For example, machine learning methods

have been used and are expected to be used increasingly to predict organ failure or mortality, to

automatize the interpretation of medical imaging such as mammograms, to automatize 24-hour

monitoring in critical care, as well as to improve diagnostics. Chen and Asch (2017) highlight

the challenges arising from the many complicating factors in the medical context. For example,

predicting cancer treatment success in the distant future is a very difficult task based on historical

health data. Google Flu Trends received much attention but had very little success when they

attempted to predict the prevalence of influenza by combining large-scale online search data with

a small sample of influenza cases. One core lesson from this low performance is that collecting

and combining relevant types of data is crucial (Lazer et al. 2014). Currie and MacLeod (2017)

consider expert decision making in the context of physicians’ procedural choice of Cesarean sections

in child birth. They find that administrative data allow to identify physicians who make poor

decisions leading to negative health outcomes. Likewise, in antibiotic treatment decisions, expertise

heterogeneity when diagnosing bacterial infections is expected to be a main driver of antibiotic

misuse. We propose implementing machine prediction for first-contact diagnostics in a setting in

which rapid medical diagnostics are not available but a large set of relevant predictors of test
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outcomes are.5 In addition to being able to predict bacterial infections accurately, we consider fair

comparisons between physicians’ decisions and decisions based on our machine predictions.

A large economic and public health literature considers antibiotic resistance as an externality

of antibiotic consumption (Brown and Layton 1996, Laxminarayan and Brown 2001, Laxminayaran

and Weitzman 2002, Rudholm 2002, Elbasha 2003, and Herrmann and Gaudet 2009). The list of

proposed mechanisms that policy can leverage is extensive, including reforming patent systems to

incentivize new drug development (Eswaran and Gallini 2018) and demand-side measures such as

prescription surveillance and stewardship (Laxminarayan et al. 2013), general practitioner compe-

tition (Albert 2015, Bennett et al. 2015), financial incentives for physicians (Yip et al. 2010, Currie

et al. 2014, Das et al. 2016), education programs (Arnold and Straus 2005, Butler et al. 2012), peer

effects (Kwon and Jun 2015), social norm feedback (Hallsworth et al. 2016), and reducing diag-

nostic uncertainty by investing in rapid diagnostics (Laxminarayan et al. 2013). We contribute to

this literature by providing a tool that leverages machine learning methods and large-scale data to

reduce both over- and underprescribing when treatment choices are made under uncertainty about

the cause of infections.

This paper does not consider many of the details involved in the antibiotic treatment decisions

of (urinary tract) infections that medical experts must consider (Hooton 2012, Grigoryan et al.

2014, Bjerrum and Lindbæk 2015). We focus on a physician’s simple, focal choice situation when

initially diagnosing a patient with UTI symptoms: predicting whether or not an infection has a

bacterial cause, then making an appropriate treatment decision. Randomized interventions, such as

in Hallsworth et al. (2016), are promising as they significantly decreased the number of antibiotic

prescriptions. Yet, to our knowledge, there is a lack of evidence that considers the effect of such

interventions on the quality of treatment decisions. We directly evaluate and optimize the use of

antibiotics, leading to a reduction in overall use while holding the number of correct treatments

constant.
5These predictors are retrieved from patients’ medical claims histories, past microbiological test results, personal

characteristics, as well as patients’ household members’ background and medical data.
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3 Data

3.1 Institutional Setting

We begin the data section with an overview of the institutional setting in Denmark where we

focus on important regulation that impacts general practitioner decision making. The institutional

background is important to understand the scope of our results outside the Danish context. Denmark

has a universal and tax financed single payer health care system. Systemic antibiotics are classified

as prescription drugs with general practitioners as the primary gatekeepers. General practitioners

are responsible for prescribing approximately 75 percent of the human consumed systemic antibiotics

in Denmark (Danish Ministry of Health 2017). Although general practitioners operate as privately

owned businesses, all fees for services are collectively negotiated between the national union of

general practitioners and the public health insurer. Importantly, physicians do not generate earnings

by prescribing drugs to patients who have to purchase their prescriptions at local pharmacies.

Pharmacies earn a fixed fee per prescription processed regardless of the prescription drug price or

other drug attributes, for example branded versus generic drugs. Prescription drugs are subsidized

but patients co-pay a fraction of the list price depending on their cumulative yearly prescription drug

expenditures. The Danish market for prescription drugs is highly regulated resulting in uniform

pricing at pharmacies nationwide. In general, antibiotic treatment is cheap.6 Lastly, patients are

allocated to general practitioners by a list-system within a fixed geographic radius around their

home address. Patients can switch physicians from their initial assignment at a small cost but most

stick with their assigned general practitioner.

3.2 Danish National Registries

We use administrative data provided by Statistics Denmark covering all citizens in Denmark be-

tween January 1st, 2002 and December 31st, 2012. For each individual, we observe the complete

prescription history of systemic antibiotics (Lægemiddeldatabasen), hospitalizations (Landspatien-

tregisteret), general practitioner medical claims (Sygesikringsregisteret), and a comprehensive set

of socioeconomic and demographic variables linkable to both patients and physicians via unique

patient and physician identifiers. The prescription data contain information on all systemic an-

tibiotics prescribed and purchased in Denmark. In total, the data contain 35.3 million systemic
6Antibiotic treatment typically lasts three to seven days and costs do not exceed 30 DKK ($5) per defined daily

dose for the most commonly used antibiotics against UTI.
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antibiotic prescriptions and among others include variables for the date of purchase, price, size of

subsidy, anatomical therapeutic chemical classification (ATC), drug name, indication, and defined

daily dose (DDD). Given Denmark’s universal and tax financed single payer health care system, the

insurance claims data covering general practitioner clinics include all physician services provided to

the patient. The claims data are comprised of approximately 100 million observations per year and

include variables identifying service type, physician fee, and consultation timing. The claims data

allow us to identify pregnant women from mandatory pregnancy-associated examinations. This is

important as pregnant women are considered complicated UTI cases, a point we discuss in detail

following our main results. A further important service contained in the claims data are urine

nitrate sticks tests which provide physicians with an indication, albeit imperfect, of whether UTI

symptoms have a bacterial cause. Finally, the national hospitalization data comprise all patient

contacts with hospitals, including ambulatory visits. The data contain observations on hospitaliza-

tions of approximately 3.5 million unique individuals per year in our 10 year observation period and

include information on hospitalization date, diagnosis, hospitalization type, and bed days.

3.3 Clinical Microbiological Test Results

We have acquired test results for the time period between January 1st, 2010, and December 31st,

2012, from clinical microbiological laboratories at Herlev hospital and Hvidovre hospital, two major

hospitals in Denmark’s capital region covering a catchment area of roughly 1.7 million people. The

laboratory test data are central because they reveal bacterial presence in a urine test sample, the

outcome we aim to predict. Overall, the data contain 2,579,617 biological samples submitted for

testing in the capital region by general practitioner clinics and hospitals. Urine samples consti-

tute 477,609 samples out of which 153,323 are submitted by general practitioners.7 Using patient

identifiers, we link these test results to the administrative data described above.

For the purpose of this paper, we assume that whenever a urine sample was submitted for lab-

oratory analysis, the corresponding patient was reporting UTI related symptoms. Approximately

one out of three urine samples contain bacteria isolates, both overall and among the general practi-

tioner submitted samples. In addition to a patient and general practitioner clinic identifier, the data

contain a test type, test date, sample arrival date, test result response date, isolated bacteria, and

a list of antibiotic molecule-specific resistances if bacteria were isolated. The typical test procedure
7Urine samples from general practitioners are identified by department IDs UP1, UP2, UP3 and U-2, where the

latter is crossed with general practitioner clinic codes as it contains both hospital and general practitioner samples.
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takes two to four days during which general practitioners are uninformed about the test result.

Observing the precise timing of test acquisitions, prescription purchases, and test responses allows

us to define and evaluate physicians’ treatment decisions during the waiting period, i.e. before the

physician was informed about the test result.

3.4 Data Partitions to Train and Evaluate the Machine Learning Algorithm

To create our full data set, we combine test outcomes, Y , with the administrative datasets containing

extensive patient-specific explanatory variables, X, that serve as input in our prediction algorithm.

Altogether, X comprises 1, 215 variables which are in principle all observable to the physician at

the time of the consultation. For exposition, we collect our variables in groups, where for each

patient we distinguish between (i) the consultation date and patient demographics, (ii) patients’

past prescriptions and the past three months’ average consumption in their home municipalities,

(iii) patients’ past microbiological test results, and (iv) patients’ past hospitalizations. Further, the

Danish registry data include information about patients’ household members categorized by family

relation. This allows us to include the additional explanatory variables (v) household members’

past prescriptions, (vi) household members’ past microbiological test results, and (vii) household

members’ past hospitalizations by family status relative to the patient in question.8

We restrict the outcome to test observations submitted by general practitioners and keep only

patients who did not receive any systemic antibiotic prescriptions in the 28 days prior to the re-

spective test date.9 We make this restriction to focus on such consultations that constitute a first

contact with a physician within a patient’s treatment spell. In these situations, physicians do not

hold current test result information and must prescribe under uncertainty. In addition, by consid-

ering only initial consultations, we exclude potentially complicated treatment spells where patients

are tested in later stages. We also avoid patients in longterm treatment, potentially due to severe

antibiotic resistance problems.

As we aim to accurately predict out of sample, we separate the data into a ‘training’ and a

‘hold out’ partition. After fitting the prediction function using the training data, we evaluate its

out of sample predictions on the hold out partition. The separation of the data is performed on

the municipality level such that for municipalities belonging to the hold out data all physicians
8The definition of a family unit includes definition of parents and singles or couples with or without kids. See the

definition of familie_id at www.dst.dk for further details.
9We do not exclude historical non-general practitioner information from the explanatory variables as these may

be important predictors for bacterial cause of infections.
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and their complete patient pools are excluded from the training data. Figure 1 marks the training

municipalities in light gray and the hold out municipalities in black. Hence, we have ensured that

the algorithm faces completely isolated geographic regions in the hold out data, a similar exercise

as exporting the results to other parts of Denmark not covered by the two hospital laboratories, or

beyond.

Figure 1: Overview of municipalities in Denmark covered by the clinical microbiolog-

ical laboratories in our data conditional on our partition of the training municipalities

(light gray) and the hold out municipalities (black).

Table 1 reports the level of a few key demographic variables: income, age, gender, civil status,

immigration status, education, and the number of physicians across the training and hold out

partitions. Differences among the tested are reasonably small with the hold out partition showing

slightly more married, older, and less educated patients, which is to be expected as Copenhagen is

not included in the hold out municipalities. An overview of the prevalence of the isolated genera in

the training and the hold out partition is shown in Table 2 in Appendix A. Escherichia is the most

prevalent bacterial genus in the joint data appearing in 64.2 percent of the cases where bacteria was

isolated. Enterococcus (9.2 percent) is the second most frequent appearing genus among the isolates,

followed by Staphyloccocus (7.7 percent), Streptococcus (5.7 percent), Klebsiella (5.5 percent) and

further low frequency genera. It is important to note that the training and hold out partitions show

roughly similar rates of genera and there is thus no indication of any structural differences between

the partitions.
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Table 1 Observables for the Training Data and the Hold Out Data

Observables Training Data Hold out Data

Yearly income, DKK 237,312 240,918

Age, years 42.3 49.9

Female 0.84 0.79

Married 0.34 0.44

Immigrant 0.17 0.15

Tertiary Education 0.35 0.26

# Physicians 402 120

Observations 90,946 17,112

4 Machine Prediction

Following standard machine learning practice, we train an algorithm relating patient observables,

X, to the bacterial outcomes, Y , where the latter indicates if the patient was tested positive for

bacterial presence in a urine test. Importantly, X only contains historical observations relative to

the patient observation test date. We include all tests submitted at initial visits in a patient spell

in which the patient reports UTI related symptoms, as indicated by the need of bacterial screening.

We choose a random forest algorithm (Breiman 2001) over alternatives such as logistic regression,

LASSO, or neural nets due to its parsimony, low computational cost, and ability to uncover highly

flexible, nonlinear functions in a high-dimensional feature space while avoiding overfitting. The

ability to accurately predict bacterial presence does not necessarily hold value in itself. The bench-

mark against which our tool needs to be evaluated is whether or not it can be used to improve

physician decision making. Hence, we begin by inspecting the quality of machine predictions and

the disagreements with physicians’ prescription decisions. In Section 5, we then consider physician

choices and potential for improvements in further detail.

4.1 Machine Learning Performance

The random forest is an ensemble of recursive binary decision trees applied to bootstrapped versions

of the training data. A decision tree represents a partition of the data as a sequence of binary splits

over individual variables in X so that each split is determined by the homogeneity of the predicted
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variable Y in the created partitions. When all splits have been made, a simple model, in our case a

constant 0 or 1, is universally fitted to the remaining observations in each final partition, or leaf, of

the tree. The random forest predictions, m(X), is determined as the democratic vote among trees.

A variety of final binary predictions can now be accomplished by comparing the majority vote to

a classification threshold. In common machine learning applications this threshold is simply set to

pick the majority, i.e. set to 0.5, but for physicians evaluating bacterial presence different thresholds

might constitute sufficient risk. Any choice of classification threshold leads to different predicted

outcomes that, combined with the true outcome, can be sorted into four categories: correctly

predicted positives, correctly predicted negatives, falsely predicted positives, and falsely predicted

negatives. As the classification threshold varies over [0, 1], the receiver operating characteristic

curve is a plot of the algorithm’s correctly predicted positives out of all actual positives against

falsely predicted positives over all actual negatives. Hence, it is a measure of the trade-off between

getting positives right and negatives wrong. Figure 13 in Appendix B shows the receiver operating

curve for our application. Generally, the closer the receiver operating curve is to the (0,1) corner,

the better prediction quality. A receiver operating curve along the 45-degree diagonal represents

random guessing. Extending this insight leads to a common metric by which to measure prediction

accuracy: the area under the receiver operating characteristic curve, the AUC. The interpretation

of the AUC is that 0.5 represents no better than random guessing conditional on the sample means,

a value below 0.5 would be worse than random guessing, while a value of 1 represents perfect

prediction. Our bacterial prediction function has an AUC equal to 0.726. Kleinberg et al. (2017)

report a comparable AUC of 0.707 in the crime risk context. We report further metrics for the

accuracy and evaluation of the random forest algorithm in Appendix B.

4.2 Predicting Bacterial Presence

The left panel of Figure 2 plots the average actual bacterial test results in the hold out partition

against the average algorithm predicted risk. Every circle represents a bin containing 100 patients

where patients are assigned to bins by their predicted risk percentiles. Outcomes are centered

around the 45 degree line throughout the risk distribution which shows that the algorithm on

average correctly predicts bacterial risk. Out of the predicted riskiest 100 patients in the hold

out data, 87.6 percent are tested positive for bacteria following the initial consultation with the

physician. Equivalently, the observed bacterial UTI rate for the 100 least riskiest patients is 3.0

percent. The right panel of Figure 2 plots the physicians’ prescription rate prior to obtaining a test
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Figure 2: Actual bacterial test results related to machine prediction of bacteria (left)

and physician prescribing prior to obtaining the patient test result related to machine

prediction of bacteria (right) both evaluated on the hold out partition. Each circle

represent averages over bins containing 100 patients sorted by predicted risk.

result against the algorithm’s predicted risk. Again, circles represent averages over bins containing

100 patients sorted by the algorithm’s predicted risk. Physicians seem to evaluate low risk patients

correctly on average as the prescription rate and predicted risk appear well correlated in the low risk

range. However, in the range of high predicted risk, the physicians’ prescription rate flattens out

with most observations remaining within the 40 to 60 percent range. Hence, the physicians and the

algorithm seem to disagree on the high risk patients where in particular it appears that physicians

have difficulty identifying high risk patients. The fact that the algorithm performs well throughout

the risk range is a sign that improvements to physician decision making might be attainable with

the algorithm’s help.

5 Evaluating Machine Prediction Based Policies

In this section, we construct a framework that enables us to design and evaluate the impact of

antibiotic prescription policies based on machine predictions. Inspired by Kleinberg et al. (2017),

we consider a policy maker’s problem as solving a trade-off between patient sickness and the social

cost of prescribing, that is, promoting antibiotic resistance. We turn our attention to prescription
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decisions at a patient’s first visit of a potentially longer treatment spell and propose counterfactual

prescription rules based on machine predictions. These rules delay prescribing for some patients

until test results are received and give prescriptions instantly to others, hence overruling observed

physician choices for a subset of patients.

A common challenge when evaluating counterfactuals in machine learning applications is the

selective labels problem, similar to sample selection causing bias in causal models.10 By focussing

on the sample of prescription occasions that all include microbiological testing, test outcomes are

observed for all patients regardless of the physician’s prescription decision. This means we do not

face the selective labels problem and can evaluate antibiotic stewardship rules directly, allowing us

to construct and evaluate a large range of redistribution rules based on machine prediction. The dis-

advantage to our approach is that we cannot claim the generalizability of our results to prescription

occasions that did not include patient microbiological testing. However, the tested cases are signif-

icant in number, accounting for approximately 15 percent of all initial UTI consultations. Further,

when a physician decides to test, the value of diagnostic information is presumably high so that the

machine prediction-based policies proposed here improve upon situations in which physicians are

making decisions under significant uncertainty.

5.1 Definition of Policies

Before we introduce the framework we use to evaluate the benefits of policies based on machine

predicted risk, for tractability we limit the set of policies considered for evaluation. First, we only

consider policies that do not discriminate between individual physicians. Second, any policy must

either enforce prescribing, enforce no prescribing, or leave prescribing to physician autonomy for

all patients with similar realizations of machine predicted risk. Physician autonomy over a range of

machine predicted risk means that a proposed policy does not affect or change physician choice for

the set of patients in this range. With these two general limitations in place, we turn our attention

to the machine predictions on the hold out data in order to further refine polices to be evaluated.
10In the bail decision context in Kleinberg et al. (2017), the selective labels problem manifests itself in that crime

outcomes are only observed for released defendants. If judges assess risk based on unobservables and make release

decisions accordingly, crime risk for the jailed cannot be compared to crime risk of the released, even conditional on

observables. Hence, any counterfactual release rule based on the released must be evaluated with care. One way

around this issue is to evaluate a particular form of policy, namely release rules that jail similar defendants released by

one judge but jailed by another. Two necessary assumptions for this approach are random assignment of defendants

to judges and varying leniency in release decisions across judges.

13



In particular, we examine the machine predictions vs actual bacterial UTI realizations conditional

on physician prescribing as shown in Figure 3.

Figure 3: Machine predictions vs actual bacterial UTI realizations conditional on

physician prescribing. Markers represent averages over bins of 100 patients sorted by

predicted risk.

Two main insights follow from Figure 3. First, conditional on a level of machine-predicted risk,

physicians are on average able to prescribe to patients with more frequent realizations of bacterial

UTI. Two reasons for this could be physician expertise and diagnostic unobservables, the latter

among other covering in-house diagnostic tests such as nitrite dipsticks or microscopy.11 This finding

suggests that it is optimal to include physician autonomy for some range of machine predicted risk.

Second, even though physicians are able to better identify patients with bacterial UTI conditional

on the level of machine-predicted risk, this does not imply that physician decision making cannot

be improved in some ranges of machine predicted risk. To see this, note that in Figure Figure 3
11Nitrite dipstick can detect bacteria that transform Nitrate to Nitrite. In the hold out data, the detectable genera

are Escherichia, Enterobacter, Klebsiella, Citrobacter, and Proteus. The non-detectable genera are Staphylococcus,

Pseudomonas, Enterococci, Acinetobacter, and Streptococcus. Inspecting prescription choices separately by dipstick-

detectable and non-detectable bacterial species isolated in laboratory tests allows to investigate whether physicians

select on nitrite dipstick test results. While patients with dipstick-detectable bacteria have a higher prescription

rate, 64 percent, than patients with non-dipstick-detectable bacteria, 55 percent, the difference is moderate. This

suggests that dipstick test results leave significant uncertainty, which is consistent with evidence reported in the

medical literature (Devillé et al. 2004).

14



the 100 patients with the lowest predicted risk among the patients that received a prescription in

the hold out data (the left most triangle) on average had a bacterial caused UTI in 28 percent of

the cases. That is, a total of 100 patients received prescriptions in this group in order to only treat

28 patients with bacterial caused UTIs. We define overprescribing as any prescription to a patient

not suffering from bacterial UTI and observe that overprescribing on average decreases among

the treated as machine predicted risk increases. Similarly, the 100 riskiest patients not receiving

prescriptions (the right most circle) have an average actual bacterial prevalence of 84 percent. We

define underprescribing as any patient suffering from bacterial UTI that did not receive antibiotics

and note that underprescribing on average decreases as machine predicted risk decreases among

the non-treated. In conclusion, overprescribing is predominant at lowest machine predicted risk

becoming less prevalent as machine predicted risk increases; and underprescribing is predominant

at highest machine predicted risk becoming less prevalent as machine predicted risk decreases. This

gives rise to a specific form of machine prediction-based policies, ρS , of the following form:

ρS(xi; kL, kH) =


0 if m(xi) < kL,

ρj if kL ≤ m(xi) ≤ kH ,

1 if kH < m(xi),

(1)

where xi is patient i’s explanatory variables, m(xi) is machine predicted risk, and kL and kH are

policy thresholds to be determined based on machine predicted risk for the hold out data and the

policy maker’s objective, which we turn to in the next section.

5.2 Policy Maker Utility

We assume that a policy maker is aware of the resistance-promoting effect of antibiotic consumption

such that she considers a fixed social cost for any antibiotic prescription. The policy maker also

cares about patient health. Prescribing antibiotics has a curative effect if and only if the patient

suffers from a bacterial infection.12 Hence, in order to optimize the machine assisted policies given

by equation (1), we assume a policy maker weighs the benefits to patient i from antibiotic treatment

against the social cost of prescribing as follows:

πS(pi; yi) = −aS(1− yipi)− bSpi, (2)
12Antibiotic treatment has no curative effect when the cause of the infection is viral, fungal or otherwise related to

non-bacterial causes.
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where pi ∈ {0, 1} is the prescription choice to patient i, yi ∈ {0, 1} determines whether patient i’s

infection has a bacterial cause, and aS , bS represents the policy maker’s weight on patient sickness

and the social cost of prescribing, respectively. We assume that 0 < bS < aS which restricts

the policy maker’s preferences such that prescribing is optimal when an infection is known to be

bacterial with certainty and that prescribing is not optimal when an infection is known to not be

caused by bacteria. In order to evaluate the policy maker’s payoff gain (or loss) from implementing

the policy given in equation (1), we compute the payoff gain (or loss) compared to full physician

autonomy over all patient observations in the hold out partition:

Π(kL, kH) =
∑
i

(
πS(yi, ρ

S(xi; kL, kH))− πS(yi, ρ
J
i )
)

= aS
∑
i

yi(ρ
S(xi; kL, kH)− ρJi )

∆treated bUTIs

− bS
∑
i

(
ρS(xi; kL, kH)− ρJi

)
∆antibiotic use

,
(3)

where ρJi is the observed physician prescription decision for patient i. In order to determine the

optimal kL and kH , we define the following two objectives:

• Minimize antibiotic use holding overall bacterial UTI treatments constant.

• Maximize bacterial UTI treatment holding overall antibiotic use constant.

We choose the above two restricted objectives because they have the potential to ensure a positive

payoff to the policy maker regardless of the chosen aS and bS . To see this, note that by holding

bacterial UTI treatments constant the first term of equation (3) is zero and so, if we manage to

reduce prescribing with machine predictions under this constraint, the second term will have a

positive impact on utility as long as bj > 0. Similarly, by holding antibiotic use constant the second

term of equation (3) is zero. If we manage to increase bacterial UTI treatments under this constraint

using machine predictions, the first term will have a positive impact on utility as long as aj > 0.

For specific values of policy makers’ preference parameters aS and bS it can be optimal to

reduce antibiotic use further than under the objectives defined above. For example, under certain

preference parameter values one may be willing to accept a reduction in the number of treated

bacterial UTIs to reduce overall prescribing further or to accept larger numbers of prescriptions

to treat more bacterial UTIs. The rate at which policy makers desire to do so depends on the

relationship between aS and bS in combination with the rate at which machine predictions improve

the trade-off between over- and underprescribing. We do not observe policy makers’ preferences
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which are, in general, challenging to identify and estimate. Instead, we identify the minimum

positive welfare improvement achievable without knowledge of aS and bS .

6 Results

We present the results from implementing the policy rules in section 5.2 as the percentage change

in antibiotic use in the hold out data set:

∆ρ(kL, kH) =

∑
i

(
ρJi − ρS(xi; kL, kH)

)∑
i ρ

J
i

(4)

and the percentage change to bacterial UTI treatments:

∆bUTI(kL, kH) =

∑
i yi
(
ρS(xi; kL, kH)− ρJi

)∑
i yiρ

J
i

, (5)

the percentage equivalents to the difference terms in equation (3).

Minimize antibiotic use

The optimal thresholds (k∗L, k
∗
H) for the objective to minimize antibiotic use are found by maximizing

equation (4) under the constraint that equation (5) equals zero. Figure 4 shows the potential gain

from redistribution of prescriptions from patients with a predicted risk below k∗L to patients with a

predicted risk above k∗H . The left panel of Figure 4 shows (k∗L, k
∗
H) and the set of (kL, kH) that sets

equation (5) to zero; and the right panel shows the attainable percentage reduction in prescribing

for all possible kL ∈ [0, 0.34] along this path. The maximum reduction in antibiotic prescribing

is 10.0 percent of the observed prescription level which is achieved by a redistribution rule that

sets k∗L = 0.279 and k∗H = 0.531. Having determined k∗L and k∗H , we bootstrap the hold out data

to estimate a sampling error of the estimated reduction in antibiotic use. For 100 bootstrapped

hold out samples, the standard error on the percentage reduction in antibiotic use is 0.82 and

the 95% confidence interval on the normal distribution is [8.39, 11.6], suggesting sampling error is

small. Although the number of patients treated for bacterial UTI is constrained to be constant, this

constraint does not hold precisely. The bootstrapped 95% confidence interval for deviations from

zero change in treated bacterial UTI is [-2.2, 2.2] percentage points.

Figure 5 shows the patient distribution as a function of predicted risk conditional on treatment.

Patients affected by redistribution are the patients to the left of k∗L and right of k∗H ; and prescriptions

are removed on the left panel and added on the right. The redistribution rule balances the number
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Figure 4: Levels of kL and kH(kL) holding bacterial UTI treatments constant and

optimal (k∗L, k
∗
H) that minimize antibiotic use (left). Minimizing antibiotic use for fixed

number of correctly treated bacterial UTIs as a function of kL (right).

(a) Treated (b) Non-treated

Figure 5: Distribution of treated and non-treated patients by machine predicted risk

with optimal (k∗L, k
∗
H) reducing antibiotic use with constant bacterial UTI treatments.

Prescriptions delayed left of k∗L and given to the right of k∗H . Frequencies in the distri-

bution tails are averaged and collapsed into 10th percentiles for anonymity reasons.

of bacterial UTI cases (dark grey) that have prescriptions shifted while reducing the non-bacterial

cases (light grey) as much as possible. We can see that the redistribution rule gives prescriptions
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to patients in the long tail of the predicted risk distribution and that approximately 30 percent of

the prescribed have their treatment removed, a relatively large intervention.

Maximize bacterial UTI treatment

The optimal thresholds (k∗∗L , k
∗∗
H ) for the objective to maximize bacterial UTI treatments are found

by maximizing equation (5) under the constraint that equation (4) equals zero. Figure 6 shows the

Figure 6: Levels of kL and kH(kL) holding antibiotic use constant and optimal

(k∗∗L , k
∗∗
H ) that maximize bacterial UTI treated (left). Increase in treated bacterial UTI

holding antibiotic use constant as a function of kL (right).

potential gain from redistribution of prescriptions from patients with a predicted risk below k∗∗L to

patients with a predicted risk above k∗∗H . The left panel of Figure 6 shows (k∗∗L , k
∗∗
H ) and the set of

(kL, kH) that sets equation (4) to zero. The right panel shows the attainable percentage increase in

the number of treated bacterial UTI patients for all possible kL ∈ [0, 0.34]. The maximum increase in

treated bacterial UTIs is 7.6 percent which is achieved by a redistribution rule that sets k∗∗L = 0.248

and k∗∗H = 0.527. For these optimal k∗∗L and k∗∗H and 100 bootstrapped hold out samples, the

standard error on the percentage change of treated bacterial UTIs has a 95% confidence interval on

the normal distribution of [5.6, 9.6]. Holding antibiotic use constant is only approximately achieved

in the bootstrap hold out samples, with a 95% confidence interval of [-1.8, 1.7] percentage points.

Figure 7 shows the patient distribution as a function of predicted risk conditional on treatment.

Again, patients affected by redistribution are the patients to the left of k∗∗L and right of k∗∗H ; and

prescriptions are removed on the left panel and added on the right.
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Figure 7: Distribution of treated and non-treated patients by machine predicted risk

with optimal (k∗∗L , k
∗∗
H ) maximizing bacterial UTI treatments holding antibiotic use con-

stant. Prescriptions delayed left of k∗∗L and given to the right of k∗∗H . Frequencies in the

distribution tails are averaged and collapsed into 10th percentiles for anonymity.

Are physicians needed?

A special case of the general prescription rule in equation (1) is when kL = kH , i.e. when prescription

policy is based solely on machine predictions, completely ignoring physician information and decision

making. Such a rule becomes a step function where prescriptions are never given below the cut-off

kM ≡ kL = kH and always given above:

ρMi = 1 if and only if m(xi) ≥ kM (6)

We find that such a rule is inferior to versions of equation (1) that includes physician autonomy. In

particular, such a rule fails to implement welfare improvements for general specifications of policy

maker preferences. Specifically, the rule is not able to reduce antibiotic use without also reducing

treated bacterial UTIs; or, equivalently, it is not able to increase treated bacterial UTIs without

also increasing antibiotic use.

The left panel of Figure 8 shows the implementation of the prescription rule ρM with the optimal

kM = 0.35. All patients in the hold out data with predicted risk below 0.35 are restricted from

receiving a prescription and all patients with a predicted risk above or equal to 0.35 are prescribed

antibiotics. The right panel of Figure 8 shows the outcomes of ρM in terms of equations (4) and (5)

for all kM ∈ [0, 1]. It is seen that it is not possible with ρM to reduce antibiotic use, ∆ρ(kM , kM ) > 0,
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Figure 8: Machine redistribution policy without physician autonomy (step function)

enforcing prescribing above 35 percent machine predicted risk. Frequencies in the tails of

the distribution are averaged and collapsed into 10th percentiles for anonymity reasons.

without also decreasing the number of treated bacterial UTIs, ∆bUTI(kM , kM ) < 0. Equivalently,

it is not possible to increase the number of treated bacterial UTIs, ∆bUTI(kM , kM ) > 0, without

increasing antibiotic use, ∆ρ(kM , kM ) < 0. Therefore, we conclude that such a rule cannot ensure

welfare improvement for general policy maker preferences as in the proposed rules ρS including

physician autonomy. This suggests that in this setting of antibiotic prescribing, even with large

amounts of detailed, individual-specific data, machine predictions only lead to general and significant

welfare improvements when combined with physician expertise.

7 Discussion

We have shown that machine prediction-based prescription policies can deliver substantial welfare

gains. In this section we will discuss the main findings by exploring potential misspecification

of physician preferences as an alternative explanation for discrepancies between the physicians’

prescription choices and the algorithm’s decision rule. We further investigate the data requirements

required for these policies to assess their generalizability to other countries and contexts where data

availability may be more limited.
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7.1 Physician Preferences: Patient Heterogeneity in Sickness Cost

Until now we have ignored one potentially problematic assumption in our model: sickness cost, aS ,

is constant across all patients in the policy maker’s utility specification. Some patients might be

high cost, not to be confused with high risk, in the sense that the health consequence of having a

bacterial UTI would be much more severe for such patients compared to others. One important

example are pregnant women. For example, Schieve et al. (1994) show that UTIs during pregnancy

are positively associated with adverse outcomes such as low birthweight, prematurity, maternal

anemia, and others. Foxman (2002) in a review reports that a UTI during pregnancy leads to

elevated risk of kidney infection, fetal mortality, and premature delivery. Schwandt (2018) finds

that in-utero exposure to influenza infections leads to premature delivery and low birthweight in the

short-run and a nine percent reduction in earnings and a 35 percent increase in welfare dependence

in the long-run.

Figure 9: Thresholds kL and kH (left) minimizing antibiotic use for fixed number of

correctly treated bacterial UTIs and optimal reduction in prescribing as function of kL

(right) with redistribution from pregnant women prohibited.

If physicians immediately prescribe to pregnant women, not because they fail to properly eval-

uate risk, but rather because they assign a high sickness cost, it is then indeed optimal to prescribe

even at low risk of bacterial infection. We can identify patient pregnancy in our data by claims for

periodic examinations during pregnancy required by law. Pregnant women account for 28 percent

of patients in the hold-out sample.13 To examine if our policy results are driven by redistributing
13Pregnant women have higher risk of UTI and guidelines recommend that physicians always acquire urine culture

from pregnant women showing UTI symptoms. Combined with a higher sickness cost, it is not surprising that they
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away from low risk but high cost pregnant women, we implement a modification to the prescription

rule ρS in that no prescription can be removed from a pregnant woman even if predicted risk is

below the no-prescription threshold, m(xi) < kL.

Figures 9 and 10 show redistribution based on the updated switching rule. As can be seen, our

main results remain intact, in fact slightly increasing the potential for improvement. This finding

suggests that physicians do not base their prescription decisions on higher sickness cost for pregnant

women but their evaluation of risk. Therefore, we conclude that our welfare improvement findings

hold and are not diminished by redistributing prescriptions away from high sickness cost patients.

Figure 10: Thresholds kL and kH (left) maximizing treated bacterial UTI for fixed

total amount of prescriptions and increase in treated bacterial UTI as function of kL

(right) with redistribution from pregnant women prohibited.

7.2 How Much Data are Needed?

We have seen that machine prediction can achieve significant improvements in antibiotic prescribing.

However, the richness and interconnectedness of our data is unique to the Danish context. Some

other Scandinavian countries collect and make similar linkable register data available but it is an

important question how easily our analysis can be ported to the majority of countries in which data

availability is inferior due to restrictive data protection laws or lack of data collection. What are

the data requirements to attain comparable machine predictions and improvements in prescribing?

We consider this issue by using two reduced sets of variables in X to rerun our analysis based on

the exact same training and hold out observations.

are overrepresented in our data (Foxman, 2002).
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For the first reduced set, we keep the subset of patient characteristics: gender, civil status, family

type, income, and age, and combine them with patients’ prescription histories, their laboratory test

histories, and past hospitalizations. These data would typically be available in national health

insurance systems or health insurance companies in developed countries. The resulting AUC for

this set X is 0.7273, comparable to prediction quality based on the full set of explanatory variables.

Applying the analogous redistribution mechanisms, we can achieve a maximum improvements a 10.1

percent reduction in prescribing, holding the number of correctly treated bacterial UTI constant,

and a 7.9 increase in correctly treated bacterial UTI, holding the total number of prescriptions

constant. These results are not distinguishable from our main results and, hence, our approach to

improve antibiotic prescribing shows promise for many other developed healthcare systems.

The second set of explanatory variables contains data on the same patient characteristics as

above, which are typically broadly available, and patients’ prescription histories, arguably the most

easily tractable medical histories for individual patients. Again, we achieve a comparable prediction

quality based on the standard machine learning measure, an AUC equal to 0.7242. However,

applying our redistribution rules, we find that the improvements we can achieve have decreased.

The maximum improvements are now a 7.7 percent reduction in prescribing, holding the number

of correctly treated bacterial UTI constant, and a 5.9 increase in correctly treated bacterial UTI,

holding the total number of prescriptions constant. These are still improvements so that considering

using machine prediction to improve antibiotic prescribing may be useful in a large number of other

institutional circumstances.

Analyzing improvements based on these alternative predictor subsets illustrates an important

point. While overall prediction quality, measured by the AUC, remains unchanged, the comparison

with human decisions does not. This shows that implementing decisions based solely on machine

prediction is problematic as the scope for improvements crucially depends on the quality of human

experts’ risk assessment over the full support of risks as well as on their payoff functions.

8 Conclusion

In this paper we have shown that machine prediction can reduce antibiotic prescribing in economi-

cally significant ways while maintaining treatment quality. Antibiotic prescribing under uncertainty

about the cause of infection is a high impact policy problem given the empirical relevance of increas-

ing antibiotic resistance, which is partly due to wasteful antibiotic prescribing. While we show that
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implementing machine predictions leads to improvements over physicians’ prescription decisions,

machine predictions alone cannot achieve improvements. Physician expertise, that is their obser-

vation and assessment of factors that are unobservable to the machine learning algorithm, remains

crucial in prescription choices. Still, for a large interval of machine-predicted risks, using machine

prediction leads to unambiguous welfare improvement.

One promising avenue for further research is the combination of machine predictions with re-

sults from in-clinic, imperfect diagnostics for bacterial infection causes, such as nitrate stick and

microscopy. We also omit an important dimension of antibiotic prescribing, the choice of molecule.

It is an interesting question beyond the scope of this paper, to what extent machine prediction of

bacterial species and molecule-specific resistances are able to further improve prescription choices.

This is left for future research. Finally, our machine prediction results could be used to assist physi-

cians in their decision-making, for example by providing physicians with a machine predicted risk

at every prescription occasion. A full assessment of the equilibrium effects of such an assistance will

require interventions in the field combined with machine prediction, a promising avenue for future

research to further improve antibiotic prescribing.

One limitation is that we consider only first consultation prescription occasions in which a

laboratory test was ordered. Yet, given the problem that UTI typically must be treated quickly and

laboratory testing takes considerable time our analysis still holds empirical relevance. In Ribers

and Ullrich (2018) we consider a more general setting capturing all observed prescription choice

occasions throughout patients’ treatment spells in a structural dynamic model that endogenizes

both the prescription and test decision. Extending the machine prediction approach considered

here to a similarly general setting is beyond the scope of this paper. One promising avenue to tackle

this issue in practical implementation is randomization of additional laboratory testing. This being

done, machine prediction could be evaluated against physician decisions on a generalizable sample

of the population.

Our analysis shows the potential of the careful use of machine learning methods in specific

healthcare treatment choice situations. The quality of prediction algorithms and data availability

are improving at a rapid pace. Yet, the challenge of evaluating machine prediction against human

decisions in the presence of unobservables and decision-makers’ heterogenous objective functions

will remain and needs to be solved for each implementation setting.

25



A Training and Hold Out Partitions

Table 2 Bacterial Isolates in the Training and Hold Out Partitions

All Training Data Hold Out

Genus Freq Pct.‡ Freq Pct.‡ Freq Pct.‡

– 75, 360 − 63, 717 − 11, 643 −

Escherichia 20, 990 64.2 17, 462 64.1 3, 528 64.5

Enterococcus 3, 000 9.2 2, 462 9.0 538 9.8

Staphylococcus 2, 514 7.7 2, 227 8.2 287 5.3

Streptococcus 1, 857 5.7 1, 600 5.9 257 4.7

Klebsiella 1, 793 5.5 1, 412 5.2 381 7.0

Proteus 707 2.2 567 2.1 140 2.6

Citrobacter 499 1.5 394 1.5 105 1.9

Enterobacter 403 1.2 323 1.2 80 1.5

Pseudomonas 382 1.2 312 1.2 70 1.3

Other 553 1.7 470 1.7 83 1.5

Observations 108,058 32,698 90,946 27,229 17,112 5,469

‡ Percentages are reported as shares of isolated bacteria.
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B Machine Learning Performance

Figure 11: The necessary number of trees can be determined by the mean prediction

error on a separate cross-validation dataset split from the training data. However, since

random forests bootstrap the training data when constructing each individual tree, one

can evaluate an equivalent prediction error at an observation by computing the mean

prediction error using only trees in the forest that did not include the observation in

question. This is the out of bag error (OOB error) which has been shown to give almost

identical results to cross-validation without the inefficiency of splitting the data (Hastie

et al. 2009). The figure above shows the evolution of the OOB error for our algorithm

as the number of trees increase. The OOB error stabilizes at around 100 trees, which

is what we use in our final specification of the random forest algorithm.
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Figure 12: It is instructive to see which variables most influence prediction as shown

by the feature importance plot above. The feature importance is computed for each

variable independently as the increase in the OOB error when the values of a variable

are permuted for the out of bag observations. Variables that are 0 or negative should

be considered to have no impact on prediction as random permutation did not decrease

prediction. We have too many variables to list feature importance and have instead

marked them in groups containing (i) patient characteristics and timing, (ii) patient past

prescriptions, (iii) patient past resistance test results, (iv) patient past hospitalization,

(v) household members’ past prescriptions, (vi) household members’ past resistance test

results, and (vii) household members’ past hospitalizations. The most notable result is

that patient past test results do not appear to be important features. This, however, is

most likely because the past test results are highly correlated with past consumption.

Correlated features reduce each others importance in feature importance plots and we

cannot conclude that past test results are less important based on a feature importance

plot alone.
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Figure 13: The receiver operating curve (left) shows the model’s achievable true posi-

tive rate versus the tradeoff in the false positive rate (right) as the classification thresh-

olds, the predicted risk at which binary bacterial outcome is classified, varies over [0, 1].

The 45 degree line represents random guessing while points above the diagonal repre-

sent better than random prediction. The area under the curve, a common measure of

precision, computes to 0.726, comparable to Kleinberg et al. (2017), who report an

AUC of 0.707. Similar to the ROC, the interpretation of the AUC is that 0.5 represents

random guessing while values closer to 1 represents better prediction.
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